Abstract -Aims: To measure levels of public support for price increases on beer and spirits in nine former Soviet Union countries and to examine the characteristics influencing such support. Methods: Cross-sectional surveys were conducted in 2010 with 18,000 respondents aged 18+ in Armenia, Azerbaijan, Belarus, Georgia, Kazakhstan, Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Russia and Ukraine. Descriptive and multivariate logistic regression analyses were used. Results: The lowest level of support for price increases on beer were in Georgia (men 5%, women 9%) and Armenia (men 5%, women 11%); and the highest were in Kyrgyzstan (men 30%, women 38%), Azerbaijan (men 27%, women 37%) and Russia (men 23%, women 34%). The lowest levels of support for price increases on spirits were Armenia (men 8%, women 14%) and Georgia (men 14%, women 21%); and the highest were in Kyrgyzstan (men 38%, 47% women) and Moldova (men 36%, women 43%). Characteristics associated with supporting price increases included gender (women), higher education, good economic situation, lower alcohol consumption and greater knowledge of harmful alcohol behaviour. Conclusion: Alcohol price increases are an effective means to reduce hazardous alcohol use. Despite opposition in some groups, there is evidence of public support for alcohol price increases in the study countries.
INTRODUCTION
Three key components of a comprehensive policy to reduce hazardous alcohol consumption include price, availability and marketing; with the first of these particularly important as consumption is highly responsive to changes in price (Anderson et al., 2009; WHO, 2011) . Policies that increase alcohol prices, most commonly through taxation, delay the time when young people start to drink, slow their progression towards drinking larger amounts, reduce heavy drinking and the volume of alcohol drunk on each occasion and thereby the reduce the harm caused by alcohol (Wagenaar et al., 2009; Elder et al., 2010) . Despite the public health benefits that higher prices on alcoholic beverages bring, the real price of alcohol has actually fallen in many countries in recent years (WHO, 2009; Babor et al., 2010) . The unwillingness of governments to increase prices might stem in part from the potentially negative consequences that can occur from taking actions to increase alcohol prices such as an increase in the use of smuggled and home-produced alcohol (Babor et al., 2010) . It might also, however, be underpinned by concern among politicians about negative public attitudes to increased alcohol prices which may stem from lack of information about public attitudes towards price increases.
In this study, we examine the extent of public support for price increases on alcohol in nine countries of the former Soviet Union (fSU). This information is important because the region has the highest levels of hazardous drinking in the world, with up to one-half of all deaths among working-age men in Russia attributable to this cause (Leon et al., 2007; Zaridze et al., 2009; Nemtsov, 2011; WHO, 2011) . While there have been some price increases in Russia on vodka and beer and there are proposed increases in Belarus and Ukraine (Deloitte, 2010; Jargin, 2010; Belarusian Universal Commodity Exchange 2011; Chirkova, 2011; Borthwick, 2012) , evidence suggests that alcohol taxes (and by extension prices) continue to be comparatively low (Solov'ev, 2010; Rudenko, 2011; Borthwick, 2012) , which may be supporting continued heavy drinking in these countries.
In these circumstances where additional pricing policy measures may be necessary to reduce high levels of alcohol consumption, understanding the public's attitude to increases in alcohol prices may be crucial to both the way in which alcohol control policy is designed and implemented as well as to the likelihood of its future success. Although some research has taken place on attitudes to alcohol prices (taxes) in the Baltic countries (Reitan, 2003) , to the best of our knowledge, there has been no research undertaken on public attitudes towards alcohol pricing in other fSU countries (although there may be some industry-funded examples outside the public domain). Thus, our aim was to measure the levels of public support for price increases on beer and spirits in nine fSU countries and to examine the characteristics influencing such support.
The surveys were conducted between March and May 2010 (with the data collection in Kyrgyzstan delayed until early 2011 due to the political violence there in 2010). Face-to-face interviews were conducted in the respondents' homes. Response rates varied from 47% in Kazakhstan to 83% in Moldova. There were 1800 respondents per country, except Russia (n = 3000) and Ukraine (n = 2200) to reflect their larger and more regionally diverse populations, and Georgia (n = 2200) where a booster survey of 400 additional interviews was undertaken in November 2010 to ensure a more representative sample. The questionnaire was translated into each of the national languages in which it was administered. The research was approved by the ethics committee of the London School of Hygiene and Tropical Medicine.
In this paper, we report on the questions 'do you think the price should be increased on beer' and 'do you think the price should be increased on strong spirits (e.g. vodka, cognac and whisky)', with yes/no responses given. The proportions of respondents in favour of price increases on beer and spirits were then analysed by country and gender (Table 1) . Existing WHO data on national prices and consumption of beer and spirits were added to Table 1 to provide supplementary contextual information (WHO/ Europe, 2012a,b) .
A number of key characteristics that have previously been studied in relation to supporting alcohol tax increases (Latimer et al., 2001) were then examined through multivariate logistic regression analysis, with two separate models run to identify predictors of supporting price increases on beer and on spirits. We examined the associations of: (a) demographic characteristics (gender, age and religion); (b) socioeconomic characteristics (education level, urban/rural living location, employment status and self-rated household economic situation); (c) alcohol consumption (frequency of consuming any type of alcohol) and knowledge of health effects of harmful alcohol consumption (binge drinking) and (d) a variable of country to adjust for any country-level effect (with Russia used as a reference category as a number of alcohol control policies have been introduced there). A stepwise approach was applied to select the final variables which showed significant associations (P < 0.05) with the two outcomes ( Table 2 ). The regression analysis was conducted for the region as a whole to provide greater statistical power, with data weighted and adjusted for the varying population sample sizes and also for the clustered survey design.
RESULTS
Of the 18,000 respondents, there was a greater proportion of women (56%) than men (44% men) and the mean age was 43 years [detailed sample characteristics are described elsewhere (Balabanova et al., 2012) ]. The levels of support for price increases on beer and spirits are shown in Table 1 , by country and gender. For the region as a whole, the data indicate higher levels of support for price increases on spirits than on beer (beer 22.9%, spirits 30.5%) and higher support for price increases among women (beer 26.8%, spirits 34.4%) than men (beer 17.8%, spirits 25.5%). The countries with the lowest level of support for price increases on beer were Georgia (men 5.1%, women 9.2%) and Armenia (men 5.1%, women 11.2%) and those with the highest support were Kyrgyzstan (men 29.8%, women 37.9%), Azerbaijan (men 26.6%, women 37.3%) and Russia (men 22.5%, women 34.3%). The countries with the lowest levels support for price increases on spirits were Armenia (men 7.9%, women 14.2%) and Georgia (men 14.4%, women 21.4%), and those with the highest support were Kyrgyzstan (men 38.3%, 47.1% women) and Moldova (men 35.6%, women 42.5%).
The characteristics associated with support for price increases from the multivariate regression analysis are shown in Table 2 . After adjustment for the influence of other factors, women were around 50% more likely more likely than men to support price increases on beer [odds ratio (OR) 1.50] and spirits (OR 1.40). Age only showed an association with supporting beer price increases and this was limited to categories of 40-49 years (OR 1.18) and 60+ years (OR 1.24) when compared with those aged 18-29 years. Having received a higher education showed an association with greater support for price increases on beer (OR 1.19) and spirits (OR 1.15); as did currently being a student (beer OR 1.38; spirits 1.57) when compared with those in full-time employment, although the retired were less likely to support price increases (beer OR 1.83; spirits OR 0.86). Respondents with a good/very good economic situation were more likely to support price increases on both beer (OR 1.27) and spirits (OR 1.29) than those with a bad/very bad situation.
Unsurprisingly, higher alcohol consumption showed a broadly cumulative influence on decreasing support for price increases, with respondents who consumed alcohol being at least half as likely to support price increases compared with non-drinkers. A weaker, but still significant, relationship was observed between knowledge of alcohol harm and support for price increases.
After adjustment for the other factors, there was a lower likelihood of supporting price increases on beer in all of the countries when compared with Russia (with the exception of Kyrgyzstan and Moldova where differences were nonsignificant) and this was most pronounced in Georgia (OR 0.17) and Armenia (OR 0.19). There was also a lower likelihood of supporting price increases on spirits in Armenia (OR 0.24), Georgia (OR 0.43), Belarus (OR 0.72) but higher in Moldova (OR 1.42) and Kyrgyzstan (OR 1.24).
DISCUSSION
The study provides evidence from countries of the fSU on levels of support for price increases on alcohol and the characteristics associated with such support. The study has a number of limitations. First, the two questions studied referred only to price increases, rather than specifically to government-led increases as a means of alcohol control. Second, the questions did not specify the scale or amounts of the proposed price increases. Third, the questions only had yes/no responses and so did not capture the varying levels of support. The study also did not look at attitudes towards increases in prices on wine, which is popular in a number of the study countries. Despite these limitations, the study provides new findings using directly comparable data from nationally representative surveys.
The study indicates varying levels of public support for price increases on alcohol in the countries of the fSU.
Placing this finding in the context of the alcohol control policy literature is complicated not only because the majority of previous research has focused specifically on the issue of alcohol taxation-but also because there may be differences in levels of support for alcohol access control policy depending on whether questions are asked about general taxation, dedicated taxes, price increases or minimum pricing (Giesbrecht and Greenfield, 1999; Tobin et al., 2011) . There was generally greater support for increases in prices on spirits than beer. This seemingly accords with research from elsewhere which found greater public disapproval of spirits availability than beer or wine availability . In the context of these former Soviet countries, this perhaps reflects greater public awareness of the more adverse health and social effects associated with heavy consumption of spirits in this region (Stickley et al., 2007) . It may also reflect the increasing popularity of beer in the region and so consequently a greater resistance to increases on beer prices (Perlman, 2010) .
Women were also more likely to support price increases on alcohol, even after adjustment for the influence of other factors. This may reflect their generally less favourable attitudes towards alcohol as manifest in the lower levels of alcohol consumption and much higher rates of abstention in these countries (Pomerleau et al., 2005) . In other contexts, it has been suggested that women's more negative attitudes to alcohol might be related to their care-giving roles and having to engage in 'informal harm reduction' in relation to the negative effects of alcohol ). This may also be the case in our study countries as there is an abundance of evidence that alcohol is currently harming many aspects of life-whether in terms of excess male mortality (Leon et al., 2007 (Leon et al., , 2009 ), a deteriorating family environment (Carlson and Vågerö, 1998; Vannoy et al., 1999) or being strongly associated with male violence against women (Stickley et al., 2008) . Support is least among respondents with lower education and economic status, even though the burden of harmful alcohol use falls mainly upon these groups (Carlson and Vågerö, 1998; Leon et al., 2009; Perlman, 2010) . These findings mirror those from western studies which have highlighted the importance of demographic and socioeconomic factors in terms of support for increasing alcohol taxes (Room et al., 1995; Greenfield et al., 2007) . In such circumstances, the lower support for price increases may be a matter of self-interest as these less affluent (but possibly greater drinking) individuals may be disproportionally affected by increases in the cost of alcohol (Room et al., 1995) . Self-interest also seems to underlie the attitudes of alcohol drinkers in this region more generally as every category of drinker demonstrated a significantly reduced propensity to support price increases when compared with nondrinkers-a finding reported in earlier alcohol tax studies (Room et al., 1995; Anglin et al., 2001; Greenfield et al., 2007) .
Support for price increases was relatively high in Russia. This may reflect greater recognition of the detrimental health impact of alcohol there. Indeed, it has been claimed that the majority of the Russian populace would support action being taken to implement a 'sensible but adequately restrictive alcohol policy' (Khaltourina and Korotayev, 2008) , which may be reflected in the fact that the government has recently increased alcohol prices there. Support was also relatively high in Moldova, whose citizens consume the greatest overall amount of alcohol (Table 1) . However, support for price increases was considerably lower in the South Caucasus countries of Armenia and Georgia than elsewhere. Average costs of spirits are already somewhat higher in Armenia (Table 1) which may help to explain some of this opposition, but in Georgia, where costs of spirits are low, opposition to price increases remains high. Further research is required to explore these national patterns in more depth.
CONCLUSION
Price increases are an effective means to reduce alcohol consumption but policy responses so far in this region have been marked by limited ambition, lack of engagement and fragmentation among key actors, while the larger alcohol producers have become very influential in blocking action (Gil et al., 2010; Chirkova, 2011) . There is also the added challenge mentioned above of price increases leading to increased consumption of illegally produced and nonbeverage alcohol which are major contributors to the burden of alcohol-related disease in the region (Leon et al., 2007; Gil et al., 2009; Nemtsov, 2011 ). An underlying challenge is also the degree to which policy-makers will respond to popular opinion or allow the debate on alcohol control to enter into traditional media channels given the authoritarian nature of a number of regimes in the region (Freedom House, 2011) . In summary, this study indicates that the levels of public support for price increases vary considerably among countries and, while there is considerable opposition in some, especially among poorer men, in others there is evidence of support, especially among women. This is the case even in the absence of any strong arguments being made in favour of price rises by governments in most of the countries. Further research is needed but, for now, we suggest that politicians and other policy-makers seeking to tackle hazardous drinking using price mechanisms may have more support than they realize and should seek to develop and capitalize on such support.
